




















ISLAM AND HUMAN RIGHTS 


Any one who undertakes to speak of 'Islam and Human 
Rights’ under the auspices Festival of Islam organised by 
Islamic Council of Europe in an age in which the universal 
respect for, and observance of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, 
sex, language or religion has been highlighted by the 
('barter of United Nations (See its 55th Art.) followed by 
(a) Declaration of Human Rights of 10th December, 1948 
;ind by the two Covenants that have been subsequently 
drawn up on a social and cultural rights and (b) civil and 
political rights, to begin with, ought to state, as concisely as 
lie can, the framework in which human rights have been 
looked at by Islam to be able to throw into relief those 
aspects of "Human rights" which may be radically different 
horn the ones that we associate with a modem approach to 
I lie problem of Human Rights. 

At the conclusion of the Second World War, when 
'bought began to be given to the orderly functioning and 
i < i instruction of the international community of mankind, 
•be primary purpose which inspired the Founding Fathers 
"I die "United Nations" was no doubt "to save succeeding 
r iterations from the scourge of war, to maintain 

.(national peace and security", but -the indispensable 

"" m\ for the realisation of that purpose in their thinking 

.bl only be the recovery of the individual from the 

up'a incumbent weight that had been imposed on his 
l" * doni, initiative and growth by the totalitarian regimes. 


Hence the emphasis in the Charter of United Nations on 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. 

Actually, the extent of that crisis which had brought 
about a disruption in the soul-life of the modem man has 
never been fully appreciated by those publicists who in the 
mid-twentieth century set out to make a gemeral survey of 
the political, social, cultural or humanitarian implications 
of Human rights and Fundamental freedoms that had to be 
guaranteed to the pople of United Nations if only because 
unhappy predicament of modem man had not, as then, been 
fully comprehended. The forces of modem history have 
been virtually at war with the harmony of human life. We 
of this generation who have been actually involved in the 

chaos and the crisis that have overtaken human civilization 

* • 

are not able to appreciate the extent to which individual has 
been made subservient to the authority of totalitarian states 
that one has seen at work in the wake of mass society - 
society which is possessed of those characteristics of which 
the celebrated Spanish author Ortege de Gassa speaks in his 
book. The Revolt of Masses. In the welter of contending 
voices that are even now being heard from the protagonists 
of the philosophy of enlightenment, and the pioneers of the 
secularist liberalism and Marxist socialism, we have not as 
yet been able to adequately appreciate the extent of the 
disruption that has taken place in the contemporary value 
system. On the one hand, thanks to the technology and- 
scientific revolution of our time, the social environment of 
the modem man has, on a world-wide scale, been made 
more or less homogeneous - in the sense that the days of 
isolated civilizations and localised cultures are gone, never 
to return. There was a time when diverse cultures and 
civilisations could co-exist and grow luxuriantly on this 
planet without interacting upon, to say nothing of 
interfering with one another but now due largely to the 
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application of methods of modem science to the problems 
of communication and transport, modem man, no matter 
where he may be, is involved in the total life of humanity as 
never before in history. On the other hand, although the 
over-all external 'shell', in which the 'snail' of humanity is 
living, has virtually been woven into a homogeneous 
pattern (and this has been brought about by an inter-play of 
all those factory which go to define the social and cultural 
environment of modem man), the springs of modem man's 
actions are ruled by the most contradictory philosophies of 
life. To begin with, there is the religion of love and 
universal brotherhood brought to us by the Prophets of 
universal religions, and a great deal of our life, at least in 
Asia and Africa, is lived as though religious norms even 
today were the decisive measuring rods for evaulating the 
worth of man's activities. Then there is the philosophy of 
life founded upon the secularist approach which, in the 
name of liberalism, places a high degree of emphasis on the 
value of the dignitative aspect of human person and his 
freedom and upon the gospel of tolerance, mutual 
discussion and debate as a means of organising political 
insitutions with a view to securing the development of 
human personality. This approach has been countered by 
the challenge that has come from the camp of the Marxian 
socialists who are prepared to surrender the value of human 
individuality at the altar of new gods who have to be 
worshipped in the temple of dialectical materialism. Their 
claim for social order are too well-known to be recounted; 
suffice it to say that these are considered by the 
protagonists of materialistic philosophy as being paramount 
and are regarded as constituting prime-movers of social 
change in the right direction. 

The arrogance of race and of power, the worship of 
the cult of saviours and of heroes who applaud the military 
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virtues of conquest, total discipline and blind obedience, 
seem to triumph precisely because of the confusion in the 
thinking which is reflected by this Western secularistic 
approach to life. Modem man is so completely caught up in 
this confusion that he is prepared to sell his soul to any one 
who attempts to enable him to enjoy what he considers are 
"good things of life" - which are according to him no more 
than his ability to eat and drink and be merry. 

Inmarked contrast to this approach, the strategy of 
Islam to emphasise the supreme importance of our respect 
for human rights and fundamental freedom is an aspect of 
the quality of religious consciousness that it claims to foster 
the heart, mind and soul of its followers. Indeed the 
perspective here is totally different from the one in which 
human rights are viewed by the modern man in the West. 
The western man's perspective may, by and large, be called 
anthropocentric in the sense that here man is regarded as 
constituting the measuring rod for assessing, the value of 
everything. He is regarded as the starting point of all 
thinking and action. The perspective of Islam, on the other 
hand is theocentric that is, God-consciousness, "the 
Absolute", here is paramount; man is here only to serve His 
Maker, the Supreme Power and Presence which alone 
sustains his moral, mental and spiritual make-up and 
secures the realisation of his aspirations and makes possible 
his transcendence. I think this is the decisive point of 
distinction between the two attitudes - that of the Modem 
Western Man and Islam: This is clear from the study of the 
Western Man, as shown by the English Revolution of 1689, 
the Bill of Rights promulgated by the State of Virginia in 
June 1776, the Declaration of Independence, issued by 13 
American States in July, 1776, and ultimately the Bill of 
Rights in the United States Constitution of 1789. This is 
also evidenced by the overt manifestation of the similar 
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tradition of western mankind which has asserted itself over 
and over again in the course of later constitutional 
development, such as the Declaration of Rights of Men and 
Citizenship, issued by the Constituent Assembly of France 
in 1789, and later on incorporated, word for word in the 
Revolutionary Constitution of 1791 as also more recently in 
our own time in the Soviet Constitution of 1936: Here 
rights of man are seen in a setting which has no reference to 
his relationship with God - they are some how supposed to 
be his inalienable birth-rights. The students of growth of 
Western civilization and culture would notice that all 
through the emphasis is on human rights within the 
framework of what I have called "anthropocentric" 
perspective of human destiny. Each time the assertion of 
the human rights is made, it is done only to secure their 
recognition from some secular authority such as the state or 
some such regal power. 

In Islam, whose perspective is "theocentric" through 
and through, man has first to believe in the cardinal 
Doctrine: "There is‘no god but God and Mohammad is His 
Prophet , before he can hope to do good deeds. Each time, 
in the Holy Qur'an, the emphasis is upon securing the 
transformation of the quality of man's consciousness. Man 
is asked to live and work here below, being fully aware of 
the fact that he is to show obedience to the Will of God. 
Islam, in its turn, affirms the grand tradition of the 
de velopment of the institution of universal religions which 
tradition, according to the last Prophet by means of the 
revealed word communicated to him by a process of divine 
revelation. Primarily, therefore, there are no "human rights" 
or "freedoms" admissible to man in the sense in which 
modem man’s thought, belief and practice understands 
them: in essence, the believer owes obligation or duties to 
God if only because he is called upon to obey the Divine 
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Law and such Human Rights, as he is made to 
acknowledge, seem to stem from his primary duty to obey 
God. He acknowledges the rights of his fellowmen because 
this is a duty imposed on him by the religious law to obey 
God and the Prophet and those who are constituted as 
authorities to conduct the affairs of state. In everything that 
a believer does his primary nexus is with his Maker and it 
is through Him that he acknowledges his relationship with 
the rest of his fellow men as even with the rest of the 
creation. As the Holy Book would say "Man has been 
created only to serve God." And further he alone is 
acceptable who has acquired nearness to God. 

This distinction between the attitudes of Western 
man and a Muslim is implicit in the Qur'anic view of life 
which divides its functions into (i) 'Haqooqullah' and (ii) 
'Haqooqunnas' or 'Haqooqulabad' - which terms roughly 
translated would mean respectively (i) the obligations to 
God and (ii) the obligations to society. The former category 
would seem to embrace matters like prayers, the need for 
ritual purity of mind and body etc., and these are, as is 
obvious, primarily personal concerns of the individual. But 
the latter category (that is "Obligation to Society ) has a 
social aspect. It would be noticed, that in either case the 
foundation for "righteous action whether on the individual 
social plane is no other than the quality of consciousness or 
the 'niyyat' - that is to say, whatever a man has to do he has 
to do with the sole purpose of obeying the Will of his 
Maker, just to be able to please his Lord and Master. And 
what is more he has to labour here below in the sight of his 
ever-watchful Master Who sees even the innermost 
thoughts and motivations that impel him to act. He is 
eventually to return to his Maker and he will have to render 
an account of what he did with the opportunities which life 
provided to him, to do that which was demanded of him by 
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the Divine Law. Since he is to return to his Maker and to 
give an account of what he did with the time and 
opportunities that were available at his disposal his 
accountability is absolute. And it is this that constitutes the 
sanction which Islam provides to secure believer's 
obedience to the demands that the Divine Law makes upon 
him. The 'Haqooqunnas' that is 'Obligations to Society' in 
the last resort come within the scope of the jurisdiction or 
authority of the state in Islam and these related largely, to 
what in our own time, are treated by Western thinkers as 
constituting "secular affairs" and "secular dealings or 
relationships" between man and man. 

It was in relation to this aspect of enforcing 
obligations to society that the first four rightly guided 
Caliphs, in view of the nascent stage through which the 
Ummat in the early days of Islam had to pass, had to keep 
"a mild form of patriogrical watch whenever necessary and 
even interpreted the religious injunction in their application 
to new conditions of life in consultation with their 
companions". But by doing this they did not claim any 
status of "spiritual leadership" of the community. Indeed 
'Haqooqullah' and 'Haqooqunnas' were binding on the 
Caliphs themselves as much as they were on any other 
believer who was member of the community. The Caliph 
was himself accountable directly to God as such, as he was 
no more than the humblest citizen of the realm. And 
obedience to the Caliph, so long as he conducted the affairs 
of the community according to the Book of God and the 
Practice of the Prophet also arose from the divine 
injunctions viz. "Obey God, Obey the Prophet and those 
who are acting as constituted authority from amongst you". 
This accountability in the last resort, was to be owed to the 
Maker and indeed the believer knew that even if he erred in 
disobeying the order of the Caliph and escaped punishment 
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prescribed for such disobedience, he will eventually be 

* ' • •* .. 

punished on the day of judgment when his accounts will be 
audited with merciless severity in respect of those aspects 
of his conduct which affected injuriously the rights of 
others. Thus it would appear there is sense in which, Man 
has no rights within a theocentric perspective; he has only 
duties to his Maker. But these duties, in their turn, give rise 
to all the rights, Human Rights, in the modem sense, 
included. 

This mode of approach to the problem of "Human 
Rights" as any one can see, has the advantage of dispensing 
with the need of providing and implementing procedures 
for giving effect to Human Rights since, if not here then 
elsewhere, regarded purely from a religious perspective, 
such as the one furnished by Islam, no one escape the 
penalt for violating rights of others and state power is only 
an earthly agent of the divine power and acts by virtue of a 
sort of delegated authority to enforce the Divine Law. And 
the ruler himself, if he be a trespasser with reference to 
such a delegated authority as he is invested with to enforce 
the law would also be punished. There can, in the strict 
theory of the Islamic law, be no conflict between the State 
Authority and the individual - both' have to obey the Divine 
Law. 

This view is fully reflected in his very first address 
given by the First Caliph of Islam when he was elected to 
his office as Head of the Muslim State which has been 
founded by the Prophet of Islam (peace be upon him). His 
words were: 

"My fellowmen! I call God to witness. I never had 
any wish to hold this office; never aspired to possess itr* 
Neither in secret nor in the open did I ever pray for it. I 
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have agreed to bear this burden lest mischief might raise its 
head. Else, there is no pleasure in leadership. On the other 
hand, the burden placed on my shoulders is such as, I feel, I 
have not the inherent strength to bear, and so cannot fulfil 
my duties except with Divine help" 

“You have made me your leader, althought I am in 
no way superior to you. Co-operate with me when I go 
right; correct me when I err; obey me so long as I follow 
the commandments of God and His Prophet; but turn away, 
from me when I deviate.” 

The point made so far is that, according to Islam, 

even he, who is called upon to handle the affairs of the 

state, is within the grip of Divine Law and he cannot claim 

any special privileges or prerogatives or immunities. The 

affairs of the people are to be run for the benefit of the 

people as a whole. No Caliph had any special privilege 

attached to his person. Says Abdul Latif: "At best he was 

first amongst equals so that when food and cloth had to be 

rationed in Madina he had but to receive his share just as 

any other ordinary citizen. Every man and every woman 

had the right to question him on any matter touching the 

affairs of state. Caliph Linar (r.t.a.) had once to appear 

before a subordinate Judge, appointed by him; to answer a 

charge. Hazarat Ali, (k.w.) the Fourth Caliph of Islam, had 

to plead a case on behalf of himself in which a Jew was a 

claimant and it was the Jew who had been awarded a 
decree". 

Sayed Abdul Latif goes on to add: "The economic 
system of life formulated by the Qur'an laying a special 
emphasis on the uplifting of economically depressed, under 
which a state levy was to be collected from the rich for the 
relief of the poor was rigidly enforced by the state. The 


exchequer of the state was considered the treasury of the 
people; the surplus, if any, accruing at the end of the year 
came back to the people in the form of annuities distributed 
the basis of the individual needs. The Quranic 
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injunctions governing the status of independent economic 
units,functioning in their own individual rights were 
scrupulously respected and upheld. Similarly security of 
life and property and freedom of conscience were 
guaranteed to non-Muslim minorities who were styled as 
Dhimmis. The Dhimmis were the protected ones by the 
Prophet of God (p.b.u.h.). The Prophet had proclaimed: “I 
shall myself be the complainant against him greater than he 
can bear or deprive him of anything that a few moments 
before he expired, the thought of the Dhimmi came to him. 
He is reported to have said: “Any Muslim who kills a 
Dhimmi has not the slightest chance of catching even the 
faintest smell of Heaven. Protect them; they are my 
Dhimmi.” In a moment of like remembrance, Caliph Umar, 
(r.t.a.) as he lay assassinated, "To him who will be Calip 
after me, I commend my wish and testament - Dhimmi are 
protected of Allah and the Prophet. Respect the covenants 
entered into with them, and when necessary, fight for their 
interests and do not place on them a burden or 
responsibility which they cannot bear. (See The Mmd 
Qur'an Builds by Sayed Abdul Latif, pages (74-75). 


Indeed Islam went even much further in catering for 
the welfare of the human race by securing compliance o 
the believers with the very preconditions of its surviva 
even at a time when they were at war with other people^ 
These were the principles of justice and moderation laid 
down- by Caliph Abu Bakar for guidance of the firs 

expedition into Syria: 
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"Be just; break not your plighted faith; mutilate 
none; slay neither children, old men nor women; injure not 
the date-plam nor cut down any fruit-bearing tree; slay 
neither flocks nor herds nor camels, except for food; 
perchance you may come across men who have retired 
monasteries, leave them and their works in peace". 

The foregoing illustrations have been typical of the 

emphasis on what man is not to do even in war time and 

from this it follows that even here rights are being 

acknowledged as being inherent in those, in relation to 

whom the negative imperatives have been issued by all the 

believers. Of course, on the Prophet of Islam's last Khutba 

(congregational address) provides the earliest declaration 

ever made in the history of mankind of what might be 

called the obligations that were imposed upon the believers. 

Following is the extract from that most moving address 

delivered by the Prophet of Islam (p.b.u.h.) to the followers 

of the religion of Islam who had performed their pilgrimage 

rites with the Prophet which was to be his last pilgrimage. 

An account of this occasion and text of that address one 

reads in "Life of Mohammad" in the translation of Ibn- 

Ishaq's Sirat Rasul Allah by A. Guillaume in the words that 
follow: 

Then the apostle continued his pilgrimage and 
showed the men the rites and taught them the customs of 
their Hajj. He made a speech in which he made things clear. 
He praised and glorified God, then he said. "O men, listen 
to my words, I do not know whether I shall ever meet you 
in this place again after this year. Your blood and your 
property are sacrosanct until you meet your Lord, as this 
day and this month are Holy. You will surely meet your 
Lord and He will ask you of your works. He who has a 
pledge let him return it to him who entrusted him with it; 
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all usury is abolished, but you have your capital. Wrong not 
and you shall not be wronged. God has decreed that there is 
to be no usury and the usury of Abbas b. Abdul Muttalib is 
abolished, all of it. All bloodshed in the pagan period is to 
be left unavenged. The first claim on blood I abolish is that 
of b. Rabia b. al-Harith b. Abdul Muttalib (who was 
fostered among the B.Layth and whom Hudhayl killed). It 
is the first blood shed in the pagan period which I deal 

with." 


"You have rights over you wives and they have 
rights over you. You have the right that they should not 
behave with open unseemliness. If they do, God allows you 
to put them in separate rooms and to beat them but not with 
severity. If they refrain from these theings they have the 
right to their food and clothing with kindness. Lay 
injunctions on women kindly, for they are prisoners with 
you having no control of their persons. You have taken 
them only as a trust from God (bi amanatillah) and you 
have the enjoyment of their persons by the words of God, 
so understand my words, O men, for I have told you. I have 
left with you something which is you will hold fast to it 
you will never fall into error - a plain indication, the Book 
of God and the Practice of His Prophet, so give good heed 

to what I say." 

"Know that every Muslim is a Muslim's brother, 
and that the Muslims are brethren. It is only lawful to take 
from a brother what he gives you willingly, so wrong not 

yourselves". 

Talking about the sum and substance of the various 
human rights and the fundamental freedoms which have 
been invorporated in the "Universal Declaration of Human 


Rights" of 1948, Sayed Abdul Latif states the position as 


follows: 


"The twin aim of this Declaration is on the one hand 
to equip the individual to live a free life considered 
successively as (i) a physical organism; (ii) a moral 
personality; (iii) a worker; (iv) an intelligent being and (v) a 
member of community and of a polity, and on the other to 
help the individual as equipped to make his contribution to 
interactional amity or the peace of the world." 


He then goes on to remark: "To the student of the 
Qur'an not one word, in the preamble or in the objectives of 
the Character and not a single article in the text of the 
"Universal Delcaration of Human Rights" will seem 
unfamiliar. Under a creed which place man next to God, 
and brushes aside all distinctions of race, colour and birth 
and call upon all mankind to live together as a family of 
God, or as a 'fold every member of which shall be a 
shepherd or keeper unto every other and be accountable for 
its welfare', the "Universal Declaration of Human Rights" 
must follow as a basic corollary or an extension of the 
Qur'anic programme, But a mere declaration of them will 
not carry humanity far. Several questions call for attention 
from the Qur'anic point of view." He raised the following 
questions: 

Firstly, what is the impulse underlying the 'Charter 
of the United Nations' and the 'Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights', adopted in pursuance thereof? In other 
words, is the scheme in the interest of or for the good of 
humanity as a whole or is it a practice to subserve the 
interest of any country or group of countries. 
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Secondly, looking at the list of rights covered by the 
'Universal Declaration is it possible for any country 
claiming to be civilised at the present hour to say with 
confidence that all the rights are observed by it are that it 
may serve as a pattern for the rest? It is obvious that the 
initiative for implementing them must come from the 
government or legislature of each country. Is the system of 
political life in every country such as may place in hig 
offices the type of men who may have the urge an e 
high-mindedness to respect the Declaration and implement 

its provisions. 

Lastly, the world order which is the aim of the two 
documents argues a common purpose acceptable to all the 
countries of the world. As things stand, the wor d is 
divided, broadly speaking, into two camps - the Soviet and 
the American. A world arrangement, whatever its form, 
will be possible only on the basis of some sort o 
reconciliation at first between the two contending 
ideologies or by building a half-way house for mutua co- 
operation. Is such reconciliation possible. (See The Min 
that Al-Qur'an Builds, p.83). 

Sayed Abdul Latif surveys possible answers to these 
disturbing questions and records as his opinion that there is 
a great deal of discord between the provision of these rights 
contained in the Universal Declaration and the actual 
practices of the people of the modem West. In the words of 

Professor Hitti: 

"Unfortunately during the last decade or two, in 
particular, the impact of the West has not been all for the 
good. There is striking contrast between the humanitarian 
ideas professed by Western missionaries, teachers, and 
preachers, and the disregard of human values by European 
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and American politicians and warriors; a disparity between 
word and deed; an over-emphasis on economic and 
nationalistic values. The behaviour of the so-called 
advanced nations during the last two wars waged on a scale 
unknown in history, the ability of Western man to let loose 
these diabolic forces which are the product of his science 
and his machine and which now threaten the world with 
destruction; and, with the particular relation to the Near 
East, the handling of the Palestine problem by America, 
England, France, and other nations - all these have worked 
together to disillusion this man of the Near East who has 
been trying to establish an intellectual reproachment with 
the West. It is these actions of the West which alienate him 
and shake his belief in the character of the Western man 
and his morality on both the private and the public levels". 

In the context of the cynical evaluation offered by 
Sayed Abdul Latit of the impact that "Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights" have made on present day 
conditions of Man, it is necessary to make some additional 
points with a view to showing the excellence of the strategy 
with which Islam has enjoined upon its votaries the 
obligation to acknowledge and implement the Human 
Rights. 

Islam is primarily interested in the securing for the 
believers "right belief and right conduct" but in accordance 
with its teachings the conduct is never right unless it is 
based on right belief and is consciously willed. Islam is an 
enemy of all mechanical actions, you cannot, in Islam, 
perform prayers without forming conscious intention to 
pray; you cannot give zakat (alms) without consciously 
intenling to do so; you cannot fast without forming 
conscious intention to fast; you cannot go on pilgrimage 
and perform the prescribed rites without being aware of 
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their significance and without the formation of conscious 
intention to do so. This 'conscious intention' is the core of 
the matter and the Prophet of God (p.b.u.h.) said that the 
niyyat (intention) of the momin (believer to do the deed, in 
obedience to the Law of God, is better than the mere 
external conformity with the terms of the conduct 
prescribed by such law. ('Alniyyatul Momin Khairun Minal 
Amali'). Since it is in the inwardness of his being that such 
a conscious willing intention can be formed, Islam takes 
good care to insist that its primary purpose is to produce the 
'Saliheen' (righteous people) 'Muttaqis' (self-conrolled 
people) ’Sadiqeen' (people who adhere to truth) etc. Thus it 
would appear that it is the transformation of the old Adam 
in man into its becoming an expression of the Divine that 
forms the essence, if not the quintessence, of the strategy of 

Islam. ‘ • 


The Western world somehow believes that 
mechanical conformity to the pattern of conduct, prescribed 
by the law of the State or by some such authority, is 
sufficient to secure public order and universal peace. In 
other words, its procedure is to proceed to influence from 
outside the inner condition of man and somehow it believes 
that institutions, social, economic, political etc. have a way 
of influencing the individual character. It is submitted that 
this is a fallacious approach; only slaves can be thus 
handled but not free people. Islam, on the other hand, 
begins by inviting man to accept the paramountcy of the 
power of the Lord, his own servitude and bondage to the 
will of his Master Who is the Sovereign Ruler of the 
universe; in the last resort it redeems him by prescribing 
upon him norms of behaviour by which he is to regulate his 

life. 
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In the words of Professor D.De Santi liana: 

: \ * .' 

• . . • '. t • «w , *v t < 

"We may agree with the Muslim jurists, when they 
teach that the fundamental rule of law is liberty ..God has 
set a bound to human activity in order to make legitimate 
liberty possible for all; without the 'bounds of God, liberty 
would degenerate into license, destroying the perpetrator 
himself along with the social fabric. This 'bound' is 
precisely what is called law which restrains human action 
within certain limits, forbidding some acts and enjoining 
others, and thus restraining the primitive liberty of man, so 
as to make it as beneficial as possible either to the 
individual or to society. Whatsoever these form, these rules 
tend to the same end and have the same purpose, that is, the 
public weal (maslahah). Accordingly, law, divine in its 
origin, human in its subject-matter, has no other end but the 
welfare of man, even if this end may not at first sight be 
apparent: for God can do nothing which does not express 
the wisdom and mercy of which He is the supreme source". 
(See his article on "Law and Society" in the Legacy of 
Islam). 

Let us make the main thesis of this approach clear 
with reference to one of the Surahs of Qur'an entitled "Al- 
Balad": the following is the English rendering of it (chapter 
90): 

"(In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the 
Merciful.) "Nay, I call to witness this City. And thou wilt 
be made free from obligation in this City - And the begetter 
and he whom he begot. We have certainly created man to 
face difficulties; Does he think that no one has power over 
him? Have We not given him two eyes. And a tongue and 
two lips, And pointed out to him the two conspicuous 
ways? But he attempts not the uphill road; And what will 
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make these comprehend what the uphill road is? (It is) to 
free a slave. Or to feed in a day of hunger. An orphan 
nearly related. Or the poor man lying in the dust; Then he is 
of those who believe and exhort one another to mercy.' 
These are the people of the right hand; And those who 
disbelieve in Our messages, they are the people of the left 
hand. On them is Fire closed over". 

The title of the Surah is 'Al-Balad' that is the 'City' 
and, in the considered opinion of the present writer, it 
represents the condensed essence of the wisdom upon what 
may be called the subject of civic rights in the context of 
the development of monotheistic religion. By the word 
'City' by which the verse beings, is meant 'Mecca' 
Thousand years before the advent of-. Prophet of Islam 
(p.b.u.h.), Hazrat Ibrahim (a.s.) had prayed for a city being 
raised in that wilderness where he had left one branch of his 
descendants (Chap. 14, V.37), and for a prophet to be raised 
amongst them (Chap.12, V.129). The verse is in the nature 
of a 'charter of freedom’ given to man after the prayer of 
Ibrahim had been answered in one of his descendants, 
namely, the Prophet of Islam. This is an allusion to the 
Founder of the City, the travail through which the progeny 
had to go, till the last liberator appeared in the city who was 
made free from doubt and distress in that very city. It draws 
attention to the evolution of religion and Man from 
Abraham to Mohammad - the entire period of Semetic 
civilization in Mecca as its place of birth, and completion. 

Man has been created to face difficulties and in 
order to help him to tide over these difficulties and face 
with fortitude the trials and tests with which life confronts 
him, he has been reminded that there is some 'Power' that is 
an overseer of his deeds, namely, his Lord and Master Who^ 
sees him through and through. The Chapter goes on to 
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recount the Grace of God to man as is evidenced by the 
conferment of power of sight, power of speech (a tongue) 
and the power to control that tongue by means of two lips - 
if only because there are many thoughts which the tongue is 
not allowed to utter and, when it does, there is no way of 
getting rid of their consequences. Furthermore, man has 
been pointed out two conspicuous ways and now the choice 
is his, either to elect to negotiate the way of falsehood or 
choose to be the doer of good or evil deed. Ot those two 
possible choices the path of righteousness consists in siding 
with the truth and of doing good deeds. This is the uphill or 
higher way and the highest thing available to the believer to 
do is to 'free a slave'. This constitutes not only the physical 
freedom, but moral, mental and spiritual freedom as much 
from other human beings as from one s lower self. It is this 
freedom from all manners of servitude. Fie should feed a 
hungry 'Orphan' thus saving him from hunger or help the 
poor, who is described as 'man who is lying in the dust. 
These are social duties: freeing the slave, helping the 
'Orphan' the uncared for, and the unprotected ones, as even 
to help the man who, economically considered, is poor and 
is lying low in the dust. These duties give rise to 
corresponding rights to the Orphans, the unprotected one. 
Over and above these, is the duty to believe and exhort one 
another to patience and to mercy. Man must believe in the 
'Unseen', he must believe 'in all the Prophets', in the 
Angels', in all the 'revealed Books' including those that 
have preceded the Qur’an. Man's ultimate return is to God 
Who is his creator and his liability to account is absolute. 
While facing the tests and trials of life, a believer is called 
upon to be 'patient and to pray' as even to show 
'compassion and mercy to others'. These who can adhere to 
this way of life and exercise their power of choice 
conformably to the tenets of the Divine law are declared to 
be the 'people of the right hand' and those who disbelieve 
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are characterised to be the 'people of the left hand'. And it is 
this distinction which is vital. 

Islam, it would be seen, presents to man a 'Charter 
of Human Liberty,' and at the same time emphasises the 
necessity of his being aware of his responsibility and 
accountability. In the earlier forms of religious belief and 
practice the injunctions prescribed to regulate man's 
conduct were couched as 'absolute commandments' e.g., the 
Ten Commandments given by Law of Moses. In those 
cases the obedience of believer was complete if he conduct 
himself conformably and the law; thus even mechanical 
conformity to the law was enough. But the Qur'an is also 
the Furqan. That is to say, it is a book that makes exercise 
of discretion and discrimination possible for man - in that it 
outlines for him the possible courses of conduct that are 
open to him as a free agent and invites him to choose the 
uphill way which is the difficult way - he is to choose the 
'right', to side with 'truth' and to stand steadfastly against all 
odds. Islam makes the believer his brother's keeper 
particularly if the brother is helpless and is uncared for or is 
an unprotected one. It extends the sphere of his 
responsibility by commissioning him to believe because 
without proper belief, there is no proper conduct. He is, 
therefore, asked to base his conduct on right belief that has 
been tought to him through the revealed Word of God 
contained in the Qur'an. He is also invited to be a 
missionary in the cause of Islam, to become a dilligent 
crusader in the cause of inviting his fellow men to the way 
of patience, of showing fortitude and compassion so long as 
his earthly life lasts. Should he do all this, he is rightly 
guided and would be duly rewarded by the grant of Eternal 
Life, which is real life as opposed to this life which is only 
the seed-plot of the Hereafter. That life which is to come, is 
better and eternal and this life provides only the opportunity 


20 


to win the reward of that life. If properly availed of this 
opportunity, which life on Earth provides, not only would a 
believer have success on Earth but also the reward of the 
Eternal life in the Hereafter. 

If the life of man is to be located in the conceptual 
framework which results from the close study of the Holy 
Book, the position of man in the scheme of things must be 
viewed not as though he were a finished product; instead he 
is to be regarded as an evolving being; he is to be 
considered in a state of transition. More or less, Man is to 
be regarded as one who is here on earth to spend his time as 
though it constituted a transitional phase which will one 
day be brought to an end by the most certain of all events, 
namely, his death. During this interim phase he cannot, on 
his own, hope to know the path he should pursue in order to 
enable himself to reach higher levels of his being. No 
evolving organism could possibly have a clear conception 
of the final phase into which he is fated to reach his highest 
expression. No one could have conceivably predicted that 
the life of the rose plant which is fed by filthy manure and 
which at one stage of its development had consisted only of 
green leaves, stems and thorns will one day put on a red 
rose. In any case the plant itself can and does not know this. 
The strange thing is that what is fed the 'filthy manure' 
ultimately, through process of evolution, produces 
'perfume' - the fragrance coming out of its flowers. 
Although the plant that is rooted upon earth and cannot 
move about, not having the power of locomotion, all the 
same, when the miracle occurs it produces perfume that is 

I some sense walks away from the plant and reaches furlongs 

away from the point of its origin and announces the 
existence of flower to persons that stand at a considerable 
distance from it'. And what is more, the Gardener insists on 
pruning the rose plant thereby cutting away its superficial 
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branches and leaves, thus enabling the energy inherent in 
the plant to produce less number of leaves and twigs but 
grow more and better roses. This pruning process 
corresponds to animal impulses within himself but must 
learn to acquire self-control - so that the energy available 
within him does not spend itself out at the animal plane of 
his existence but gets transmuted into higher forms of being 
that are capable of surviving the ravages of death and of 
enjoying the reward of higher, better and eternal life. 

Human Rights conceived from the anthropocentric 
perspective are treated by Western thinkers as though they 
were no more than expedient devices of protecting 
individual from the assaults that are likely to be made upon 
him bv the authority of the state’s coercive power - by the 
unjust laws that may be imposed by that authority to deny 
man the possibility of self-development through the law¬ 
making power of the brute majorities. Islam, on the other 
hand, formulates, defines and protects these very rights by 
inducing in the believers the disposition to obey the law of 
God, the Practice of His Last Prophet and showing 
obedience to those "constituted authorities" within the 
realm who themselves are bound to obey the law of God 
and the practice of the Prophet and conduct man’s affairs 
according to the Book of God and the Practice of the 
Prophet. Furthermore, affirmation of these rights is to 
enable man not only to secure the establishment of those 
conditions in terms of which the development of man as an 
individual on earth may be possible but also to enable man 
to so conduct himself, inwardly as well as outwardly to be 
able to obey the Divine Law - that is the Law that only his 
Maker is qualified to impose on him. By accepting to live 
in Bondage to this Division Law, man learns to be free. 
Islam terminates the era of revealed religions, declares man 
free by telling him that no other prophet hereafter would 
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come, that the road to be traversed by him, is straight and 
the Holy Book contains enough guidance to enable him 
how to choose - it is, therefore, now for him to choose. The 
road he chooses will lead him, either to Heaven or to Hell, 
depending on the choice he makes. 

As I am approaching the conclusion of my address I 
would like to say that the subject, of "Islam and Human 
Rights" as any one can see, is practically so vast and wide 
that it is not possible to deal with all aspects of it 
satisfactorily in the short time that 1 have had at my 
disposal. But let me answer one important question at least 
that is so often asked by Western scholars from us the 
believers. The question is: "Why has Islam insisted so 
much on rewards and punishments as being the motivating 
factors of man's conduct - in the sense that Paradise has 
been promised to those who keep to the law and threat of 
punishment is mented out to those who decline to do so? 

The answer to this question turns upon the relisation 
that Islam is a religion of mature minds (as 
contradistinguished from pre-Islamic religions that are to be 
regarded as providing guide lines for the conduct of man 
who had to live through what might be characterised as the 
infancy and childhood of the human race) and since 
considerable amount of freedom is given for the first time 
in History to man to do what he likes to do, there had to be 
annexed the consequences of the choice he makes. True 
■ freedom, having regard to the constitution of man, consists 
in his showing obedience to God's law. Real bondage to 
which man is condemned, on the other hand, is possible 
only when he disobeys God's law and instead submits to the 
law of those lower passions that stem from his animal 
nature. It is in this sense that one is to understand that 
plaintive cry of the Qur'an when it asks: "Have you seen 
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that person who has taken his lower passions as his gods?" 
Obedience to God's law, somehow goes counter to his own 
animal nature with the result that he lands himself into 
serious difficulties. "Heaven" and "Hell" are not "locations" 
but merely names of the state of man's Being - man makes 
"Heaven" or "Hell" for himself by the way he conducts his 
life. 'Rewards and punishments' are not imposed from 
outside but follow as natural consequence of what a man 
does with his life here below. God is not a kind of 
policeman who enforces the law and his Prophet who 
animal is sent down to help Humanity is only a wamer and 
guide. He, through the revelation that had come from on 
High, has told us what we are to do if we mean to avoid the 
pitfalls and concealed traps that beset our way and what we 
are to do if we mean to make best' of the opportunities 
which our lives on Earth have to offer. According to Islam, 
human action has some objective property inherent in it and 
it is this that overtakes man either as a punishment, if his 
conduct be bad or brings to him a reward if it be good. 


24 





